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SPICER

Must Reads!
We are truly in a golden age of teen literature! American Born Chinese, a graphic novel, won the 2007 Printz
Award, the second time this format has been honored by ALA with a major award. Remember the magnificent
2000 Sibert honor book Pedro and Me by Judd Winick (2000)? At least one of the Printz honor books will be in
classrooms and in print for many, many years. The Book Thiefby Markus Zusak, I predict, will become a classic that is read and studied long after most other Printz books fade into trivia questions. The Sibert winner
and one honor book reflect our increased emphasis on informational books. The number of books (and pages!)
for teens increases almost exponentially each year. What is more important, the quality is turning the heads
of adults who used to believe (mistakenly) that teen literature is for those kids not capable of understanding
adult works. Adults are discovering amazing writing that deals with sophisticated themes in unique, aweinspiring ways. There has never been a better time to read teen literature, regardless of your age.

Michael L. Printz Award
Yang, Gene Luen. (2006). American Born Chinese (color by Lark Pien). New York: First Second. 233 pp.
ISBN: 978-1-59643-152-2 (paperback). $16.95.
While my pick to win the Printz still rests with The Book Thief, this is an excellent choice. American Born
Chinese is a National Book Award finalist and this year's Printz winner. Graphic novels attract a fair amount
of attention from reluctant readers, especially boys. Here is a book with a sophisticated structure brimming
with quality. Set against the backdrop of the traditional (and often revised) mythology of the Monkey King
and his quest to become a god, we have Jin Wang struggling for acceptance in a place that does not include
many people that look like he does. The third story line involves Chin-Kee, an exaggerated stereotype with
a fawning, submissive personality, big buckteeth, articulation problems with L's and R's, and a lot of head
bobbing. The artwork is essential to the understanding of the story, and it is sure to attract the attention of
teen readers. This book belongs in every library in the country. It is equally at home in both high school and
middle school libraries.
Anderson, M. T. (2006). The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing: Traitor to the Nation. Volume 1: The Pox
Party. Cambridge, MA: Printed at the Sign of the Bear and Flame by Candlewick Press. 358 pp. ISBN:
978-0-7636-2402-6 (hardcover). $17.99. [Previously reviewed in Michigan Reading Journal, v. 39, n. 2,
p. 50-"Window Seat" column. This is a 2007 Michael L. Printz Honor book.]
Green, John. (2006). An abundance of Katherines. New York: Dutton Books. 227 pp. ISBN: 978-0-525-476887 (hardcover). $16.99.
As with Looking for Alaska (Green, 2005, Dutton), the 2006 Printz Award-winning book, John Green once
more writes about male friendships in a convincing, realistic manner. Green, in fact, may be the best living
teen author writing humorously about male friendships. The book's protagonist Colin is seriously bummed!
Bummed because he is a child prodigy who has just turned 18 and bummed because "Katherine" (19 Katherines to be exact) has dumped him. He and best friend Hasan take off on a road trip that Colin uses to
reflect on his mathematical relationship theorem that predicts the life span of his love relationships. Math
students can even examine and test the formula. Like last year's book, thisis funny and quirky and sure to be
extremely popular with teen readers.
Hartnett, Sonya. (2006). Surrender. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press. 248 pp. ISBN: 978-0-763-62768-3
(hardcover). $16. 99.
"I am dying: it's a beautiful word. Like the long slow sigh of a cello: dying. But the sound of it is the only
beautiful thing about it" (p. 1). An opening line like this will hook teen readers any day-but Surrender is definitely not for younger readers or the faint of heart. It's possible that this is the most lyrically written book of
2006, but it is also the most topically appalling. There are two narrators; Gabriel, whose real name is Anwell.
When he was 7, he killed his older brother. The second narrator is Finnegan, feral boy, arsonist, Gabriel's
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mirror image-or? The tension, dread, and images Hartnett generates throughout this book will keep readers
on the edge of their seats-surrounded by bright lights. (LMPavonetti)

Zusak, Markus. (2006). The Book Thief. New York: Alfred A. Knopf/Random House. 552 pp. ISBN: 978-0-37583100-3 (hardcover). $16.95.
Death narrates this phenomenal book set in Hitler's wartime Germany. Although illiterate, Liesel Meminger
steals a copy of the Grave Digger's Handbook, which attracts the attention of Death when he arrives to carry
away Liesel's brother. When her mother also disappears, Liesel moves in with a foster family: Papa who
patiently and lovingly fathers Liesel while his wife, Rosa, screams curses at her (and everybody else). Readers fall in love immediately with Papa and Liesel, but Rosa gradually works her way into our hearts. Liesel's
family repays a perceived debt by harboring Max, a Jewish fugitive, in their basement. Thanks to persistent
tutelage by Papa and Max, Liesel is soon reading voraciously. The Book Thief depicts the bombing of Germany
and we recognize, thanks to Death, that people we have grown to love will die. We are forced to deal with
the fact that bombs kill people, not governments. The language, from the very first sentence to the very last
word, is artful. Charlotte's Web did not win the Newbery Award. The Book Thief is this year's Charlotte's Web.
Regardless of how good any of the other books are this year, The Book Thief will be the book that remains in
print for the next 50 years and more. Read this book!
The following are some of the books from the Best Books for Young Adults (BBYA) committee that demand our
attention.

Booth, Coe. (2006). Tyrell. New York: Scholastic/PUSH. 310 pp. ISBN: 978-0-439-83879-5 (hardcover).
$16.99.
In addition to making the BBYA list, Tyrell is one of the finalists for the Los Angeles
CDE 8 0 0 TH
Times book award. In her premier novel, Booth takes us past the poor black teen
plagued by poverty, drugs, and sex-yet wanting something more-to a story for
teens of any race or color. Booth's language drops readers on the streets in a way that
demands respect for the authentic description as well as the author's literary skill.
Best of all, Tyrell reflects honestly about life and decisions-major issues for all teens.
Recommended for high school libraries.
Elliott, Patricia. (2006). Murkmere. New York: Little Brown. 344 pp. ISBN: 978-0-31601042-9 (hardcover). $16.99.
I remember reading Frankenstein as a teen with that giddy sense that was I reading a
classic, but the actual text, with its gothic feel, left me somewhat cold. One look at the
cover of Murkmere had me convinced it was not a book for me. Was I wrong! Murkmere
Hall is the
perfect name for this gray, gothic structure, set in a world where avian theology rules.
The parallels between this gothic fantasy and our own real world are clear in this surprising gem of a book.
Especially worthwhile is the book's exploration of mythology and the role of birds. Recommended for sophisticated middle school readers and high school libraries.

Ellis, Deborah. (2006). I am a Taxi. Toronto, Ontario: Groundwood Books. 205 pp. ISBN: 978-0-888997-35-7
(hardcover). $16.95.
In I am a Taxi, 12-year-old Diego runs prison errands (thus the nickname "taxi") for his incarcerated parents
who have been falsely arrested for smuggling drugs. His parents are in two separate prisons, and Diego lives
in the women's prison with his mother. When Diego is prevented from running errands, he becomes entangled
in cocaine trade. Ellis's story shows the complicated relationship the Bolivians have with the poppy plants, a
relationship steeped in tradition, health concerns, and financial stability. Because of the book's significance,
I regularly suggest it for middle school libraries and younger high school readers. This book enables me to
recommend a Canadian book about Bolivia, a country that many U.S. students know very little about.
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Engle, Margarita. (2006). The Poet Slave of Cuba: A Biography of Juan Francisco Manzano. (Sean Qualls,
Ill.). New York: Henry Holt. 183 pp. ISBN: 978-0-8050-7706-3 (hardcover). $16.95.
We have seen an explosion of verse novels ever since Karen Hesse won the Newbery with the magnificent Out
of the Dust (1997, Scholastic). Many novels I read do not strike me as especially poetic; I read them and wonder why the author chose a verse form. Here is a verse novel in which the poetry is absolutely essential. The
fact that this book is also a biography is icing on the cake. Juan Francisco Manzano is a slave yet he writes in
free verse, a great example of using form to enhance function. The black and white sketches add to the book's
value and give readers other access options.
Fletcher, Susan. (2006). Alphabet of Dreams. New York: Simon & Schuster/Atheneum. 294 pp. ISBN: 978-0689-85042-4 (hardcover). $16.95.
Teens in my galley group and at my high school are fascinated by religion. While Fletcher does not write
a religious book, she does write about religion. Alphabet of Dreams is exceptional in its ability to look at a
beloved, sacred story-the journey of the Three Wise Men-in a secular manner without being disrespectful,
a hallmark of distinguished writing and writers. I admire her ability to provoke fresh thoughts about a very
familiar story. Recommended for middle school libraries and up.
Gratz, Alan. (2006). Samurai Shortstop. New York: Dial Books. 280 pp. ISBN: 978-0-8037-3075-5 (hardcover).
$17.99.
A BBYA top ten book, Samurai Shortstop is a stunning work of fiction. It is a book
about baseball, it is historical fiction about the Japanese samurai, it is the archetypal
generation clash, and it is a beautifully written book for the ages. Toyo is sent to a
school that will prepare him in the law of bushido, the warrior code. This Japanese
version of an American prep school is a place that allows hazing and bullying. However, the bushido that the school and Sotaro, his father, instill in Toyo manifests itself
in a devotion to baseball. American students will relate to the clash between a father's
wishes and a son's desires. The way Toyo and Sotaro learn to really talk and listen
is shown beautifully. Highly recommended for both middle school and high school
students.
Johnson, Harriet McBryde. (2006). Accidents of Nature. New York: Henry Holt. 229
pp. ISBN: 0-8050-7634-4 (hardcover). $16.95.
It is summer time and Jean is at Crip (i.e., crippled) Camp. Soon the "norms" will come
and sing about impossible dreams. They will pretend to be exactly the same on the
inside and then go live their better life when camp is through. Despite the serious nature of this book, I found
myself laughing and celebrating, mainly with Sara. I loved the way she mixed socialism with Biblical truth.
Sara forces Jean to reconsider who she is and what she wants to do with her life. The poignant epilog is such a
different and beautiful love letter. This one will keep me thinking and talking for a long while.
Lat. (2006). Kampung Boy. New York: First Second/Roaring Brook. 141 pp. ISBN: 978-1-59643-121-8 (graphic
format). $16.95.
Lat is a superstar in Asia where his artwork is collected avidly. This is his introduction into the United States
but we will surely see more of his books in the future. Kampung (village) Boy is set in the 1950s as we follow a
Muslim boy through his daily life. Technology has just begun to make demands and production pressures may
mark the end of an era for this kampung-an era that shows us haircutting rituals, religious traditions, and
even circumcision in a tasteful, laid back style that matches the time and the place perfectly. This is one of the
few books that feature historical details about Muslims in an easily approachable style. Recommended for all
middle school libraries and high school readers who appreciate fine graphic novels.

SPRING-SUMMER

2007, VoL, 39, No. 3

73

BOOKENDS

Pfeffer, Susan Beth. (2006). Life as We Knew It. Orlando: Harcourt. 337 pp. ISBN: 978-0-15-205826-5
(hardcover). $1 7. 00.
Miranda really wants to get her driver's license. She thinks about the prom and boys. But current events?
They're out there. Maybe she notices a detail or two about some meteor heading toward the moon. Compared
to her license and the prom, however, meteors crashing into the moon do not stand a chance. After the meteor
strikes and the moon's orbit shifts, the ripple effects are pretty hard for even Miranda to ignore: earthquakes,
tsunamis, massive destruction, power outages, dwindling food supplies, and a population becoming increasingly desperate and suspicious. Miranda is forced to switch from
child to adult. This is the joy of the book: her character slowly evolves as she recognizes .
that survival depends on her brains, her physical strength, and any other advantage
she can seize. The setting and the descriptions of even mundane things like the weather
are written with flair, perfect for the situation. Recommended for middle and high
school students.
Pierce, Tamora. (2006). Terrier (Beka Cooper). New York: Random House Children's
Books. 581 pp. ISBN: 978-0-375-81468-6 (hardcover). $18.95.
Just say Tamora Pierce's name and a look of reverence will spring to the eyes of fantasy lovers everywhere, girls and boys. Pierce's books often feature feisty female lead
characters that do not sit and watch. Beka Cooper is no different, despite the fact that
she is extraordinarily shy. Beka is an apprentice puppy to the dogs of the street. In
our world, we would call these dogs police officers. While the strength of Pierce's books
is its characters, this book features a mystery that Beka helps solve in the slums of
Tortall. She does this with the assistance of her pigeons (who carry the voices of the dead) and her magical purple-eyed cat, Pounce. A huge cast of characters with distinctive personalities makes the appendix a
welcome addition. A must-buy for middle school libraries and up, or risk the wrath of Pierce's legion of fans!

Sayres, Meghan Nuttall. (2006). Anahita's Woven Riddle. New York: Harry M. Abrams/Amulet Books. 352
pp. ISBN: 978-0-8109-5481-6 (hardcover). $16.95.
Anahita, a nomad, living in 20 th century Persia does not want to marry the man chosen for her. She convinces
her father to allow her to hold a contest. The person who can guess the riddle she has woven into her rug will
win her hand. The suitors are a prince, a schoolteacher, a shepherd, and the khan. Sayres manages to weave
personality into each of the main suitors and even into the khan. The twists along the way are unexpected.
The glimpse into Persian culture and Muslim traditions make this a good complement to Kampung Boy. The
glossary in the back with the definitions of the Farsi words is helpful. AnahitaD Woven Riddle is a BBYA top
ten pick.
Smelcer, John. (2006). The Trap. New York: Henry Holt. 176 pp. ISBN 0-8050-7939-4 (Hardcover); $15.95
Albert, an experienced trapper, rides his supply-laden snowmobile into the Alaskan wilderness. He's been
doing this work for years but suddenly he stumbles into his own trap. He is unable to stretch the few extra
inches to reach the supplies on his snowmobile and even worse, the temperature is dropping. All of Albert's
wilderness survival skills may keep him alive long enough for his grandson Johnny to rescue him-if Johnny
can convince his uncles that something has happened to Albert. Tension intensifies as grandfather and
grandson narrate alternate chapters. The Trap, another BBYA top 10 book, is a fabulous addition to the set of
sophisticated survival stories such as Hatchet (Paulsen, 1987, Bradbury) and Far North (Hobbs, 1996, Morrow).
Sturtevant, Katherine. (2006). A True and Faithful Narrative. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 247 pp.
ISBN: 978-0-374-37809-7 (hardcover). $17.00.
This is a smart book and an example of historical fiction at its finest. Seventeenth century girls did not write
books-they married, had children, and managed the house. Meg has two suitors, but she cannot escape the
notion that she really wants to write. Her father is a bookseller and Meg helps in the store. She has even,
unbeknownst to her father, dabbled with a quill. When Edward, one of the suitors, places his hands on Meg's
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and asks what he should bring back from his voyage for her, Meg panics and tells him to get captured by
pirates so the bookstore will have a great story to sell. When Edward is indeed captured by pirates and taken
prisoner in "heathen" Northern Africa, Meg is filled with guilt. Edward eventually returns with a very different perspective. His definition of "heathen" is tempered by knowledge of what he experienced juxtaposed
against what he has been taught in his London home. Edward gives Meg the opportunity to write his story,
and Meg discovers that she has her own preconceived notions about the world, equally in need of adjustment.
Teachers could use this book as a way to discuss students' own views about gender and culture.

Tharp, Tim. (2006). Knights of the Hill Country. New York: Alfred A. Knopf/Random House. 233 pp. ISBN:
978-0-375-83653-4 (hardcover). $16.95.
Tharp's fine novel features gradually evolving and growing characters and a riveting football story. Hampton
Green, a linebacker and Blaine Keller, the quarterback are both headed for college. When Blaine ruins a
knee, but refuses to tell anyone, his performance falls off. This failure of the body serves as a metaphor for
the importance of dealing with the whole person. Hampton, the dumb jock follower, gradually begins thinking
for himself, but without throwing away his loyalty to friends-until they force him to choose between simple
morality and mob mentality. This story, among the very best published in 2006, will convert those who say
they do not like sports books.
Wittlinger, Ellen. (2006). Blind Faith. New York: Simon & Schuster. 280 pp. ISBN:
978-1-4169-0273-7 (hardcover). $15.95.
Within the context of two alienated and ignored teens suffering the loss of a parent
and a grandparent, Wittlinger explores faith as a deeply personal decision that does
not require a logical or rational explanation. She has penned an important book that
also presents faith from the viewpoint of someone who does not believe in a god, also a
deeply personal decision. This book is recommended for high school libraries.
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